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Environmental organizations have warned that a massive oil-exploration plan announced by
the Belizean government on Jan. 19 could threaten the Belize Barrier Reef, causing widespread
environmental damage and endangering the livelihoods of fishing communities and a tourismdriven local economy.
The drilling plan announced by Belize’s Geology and Petroleum Department (GPD) establishes
a series of exploration zones, both inland and offshore. Although it does contemplate potential
environmental impacts such as gaseous emissions, water pollution as a result of drilling fluids,
and potential spills and leakage, the government claims they can be contained thanks to effective
planning and "pollution-mitigation" techniques.
The document also contemplates different types of offshore drilling rigs for various water depths
such as jack-up rigs, semi-submersible rigs, submersible rigs, drilling barges, and drill ships.
The plan divides Belize into four zones: zone 1, where exploration activities would not be allowed,
and zones 2 to 4 where exploration would be allowed with varyingegrees of restrictions. Zone 1
would include the area known as the Maya Mountain Massif, which includes 14 protected areas, as
well as the area north of Ambergris Caye, including the Bacalar Chico National Park and Marine
Reserve.
The Great Blue Hole, a large submarine sinkhole near the center of Lighthouse Reef, a small atoll
70 km from the mainland, and Belize City are included in zone 2, which means that, in principle,
drilling could be allowed there.

Environmental organizations sound alarm
Although the document is a draft, its content has raised alarm among environmental organizations
in Belize as well as in neighboring countries such as Mexico whose coasts are also touched by the
Mesoamerican Reef, also known as the Great Mayan Reef (NotiCen, Jan. 31, 2008).
Stretching 1,127 km from the northern tip of the Yucatán Peninsula all the way down to the
Honduran Bay Islands, the Mesoamerican Reef is the largest in the Western Hemisphere and
comprises the coasts of Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, and Honduras. In 1842, biologist Charles Darwin
described it as "the most remarkable reef in the West Indies," and in 1996 it was designated a World
Heritage Site by UNESCO.
The reef system is home to more than 65 species of stony coral, 350 species of mollusk, and more
than 50 species of fish. A number of species living in or around the reef system are endangered or
under a degree of protection, including four different species of sea turtle (green turtle, loggerhead
sea turtle, leatherback turtle, and the hawksbill turtle), the queen conch, the West Indian manatee,
the splendid toadfish, the American crocodile, the Morelet’s crocodile, the Nassau grouper, the
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elkhorn coral, and the black coral. The reef is also home to one of the world’s largest populations of
manatees (around 1,000 to 1,500).
Opposition to the Belizean government’s oil-exploration plans has been led by Oceana, the largest
international ocean-conservation organization, headquartered in Washington, DC. Oceana says that
drilling could damage terrestrial, subterranean, and marine aquifers because of the porous quality
of the region’s subsoil, and an accident or explosion could destroy the reef’s ecosystem.
The organization has stressed that, before the government allows offshore exploration, it must
ensure that the tourism and fishing industries are protected, that an effective emergency-response
capacity has been put into place, and that local communities are fully aware of the risks that oil
drilling entails.
"The Belize Barrier Reef system provides hundreds of millions of dollars in direct and guaranteed
economic benefits via tourism, fishing and storm surge protection. Those hundreds of millions of
dollars cannot be dismissed in favor of the mere ‘potential’ of anything else—especially something
as dangerous and dirty as offshore oil," said the vice president of Oceana’s Belizean chapter, Janelle
Chanona, in a statement issued by the organization.

A bad example for the region
Oceana experts have also expressed concerns that the Belizean government’s offshore drilling plans
could be copied by neighboring Central American countries.
Local grassroots organization Citizens Organized for Liberty through Action (COLA) has also
spoken out against the project. "What this document seems to do is acknowledge the fact that this
whole country is sectioned out for oil exploration with no exception … and actually sanctioning that
by saying that they are trying to harmonize that situation with that of the environment and tourism.
That seems a bit crazy to us because that’s a pretty bad situation to be giving up the entire country
for oil exploration considering the fact that we have very important watersheds and the barrier reef,"
says COLA president Geovannie Brackett.
The Belize Coalition to Save Our National Heritage, another local conservation organization, has
also weighed in on the debate. Executive director Tanya Williams said that, in 2012, a year after the
zonation process began, the coalition wrote a technical report issuing a series of recommendations
that was presented to the Belizean government. "Generally, when you have oil activities and you
have critical ecosystems, there must be a buffer between these activities. The document [the GPD’s
proposal] did not present any buffers," Williams told Channel 7.
Environmental organizations in southern Mexico have also raised the alarm and have warned that
an oil spill could destroy the entire Mesoamerican Reef as strong ocean currents in the region would
make it impossible to contain pollution.
"An oil spill during oil-exploration operations in Belize would have a huge impact on the life of
coral reef species—which would be destroyed—and on the region’s entire biodiversity," Marisol
Rueda Flores, coordinator of the Iniciativa Arrecifes Saludables environmental group, told Milenio
magazine.
On Jan. 21, the Ministry of Energy, Science & Technology and Public Utilities (MESTPU) issued
a statement accusing Oceana of "sensationalizing the issue" and claiming that the proposal was
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merely a draft that had been prepared to request feedback from nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs). MESTPU said that a "consultation workshop with stakeholders" would soon be held to
discuss the proposal.
"That this draft policy seeks to initiate ‘consultation’ by declaring open season on Belize’s entire
offshore area relying on antiquated data, unreferenced national numbers, and vague international
standards is unacceptable," Chanona told Amandala newspaper in response to this statement.

-- End --
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